Complications of upper cervical spine trauma in elderly subjects. A systematic review of the literature.
The frequency of cervical spine trauma in elderly patients is increasing with most injuries occurring in the upper cervical spine. These fractures are associated with a risk of sometimes life-threatening complications, although very few studies have specifically analyzed this. The goal of this study was to identify the incidence of complications in the literature (mortality and morbidity) following upper cervical spine trauma in elderly patients. A systematic search was performed on the MEDLINE database without limiting the search by language or date to identify all studies reporting the rate of complications after upper cervical spine trauma in patients over the age of 60. Twenty-four observational studies were included, four were comparative. These studies included a total of 857 patients, mean age 76. Nearly all traumas were odontoid process fractures, and most were treated surgically (57%). The median mortality rate was 9.2% (Q1-Q3: 2.5-19.6) and the median rate of short-term complications was 15.4% (Q1-Q3: 5.8-26.9). The main late stage complication was nonunion, which developed in a mean 10 to 12% depending on the type of treatment. Complications following cervical spine trauma are frequent in elderly patients whatever the type of treatment. Knowledge of the rate of complications in the literature and the potential risk factors is essential for the clinician to improve the information provided to patients and to prevent complications. Systematic review of the literature. Level of evidence IV.